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VIRTUAL PRINT MARKET PLACE 

BACKGROUND OF THE INVENTION 

Field Of The Invention 

The present invention concerns creating a 
virtual print market place for providing print 
services, such as photo print services, over a 
computer network. More particularly, the present 
invention relates to the creation of a virtual print 
market place wherein service providers are selected 
to provide print services to interactive sites, or 
shops, based on criteria established by the 
interactive shops as well as market information. 

Description Of The Related Art 

In a traditional photographic processing 
arrangement, a roll of exposed film is dropped off 
at a photo shop or other retail outlet along with an 
order designating the desired number and type of 
prints. The photo shop forwards the film and order 
to a film processor where the prints are generated 
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along with a set of negatives which are returned to 
the photo shop where they are picked up by the 
buyer . 

More recently, a buyer may opt to have 
5 digital images created from the exposed film so that 

the images may be loaded onto a computer system. In 
addition, it is possible to take a picture using a 
digital camera that captures the image in a digital 
format that may be uploaded to a computer system. A 
10 hard copy image such as a picture may also be 

scanned to capture a digital image of the picture 
which may be stored on a computer system. 
Regardless of the manner in which a digital image is 
created, once stored on a computer system, the 
15 digital image may be displayed and manipulated using 

software resident on the system (i.e., Adobe Photo 
Shop) . 

It is also possible to generate a print out 
of the digital image using a black and white or 
C3 20 color printer connected to the computer system. 

I'* However, printers cannot provide the same quality as 

fij 

that provided by a film processor. It is therefore 
S3 still beneficial to be able to order a photographic 

ic? quality hard copy (e.g.; photographic prints). 

25 Since the digital images are stored on the computer, 

it would be beneficial to be able to select the 
digital images and place an order such that both the 
order and the digital image are sent via a computer 
network to the film processor or other processing 
30 entity. In so doing, it would be possible to obtain 

a print or other hard copy (e.g., mugs, T-shirts, 
photos, etc.) that is of higher quality than printer 
output or otherwise cannot be generated using a 
printer . 

3 5 One such scheme is described in U.S. Patent 

No. 6,017,157, assigned to PictureVision, Inc., 
which provides a method for distributing digital 
prints produced from digital images. An image 
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server stores digital images and related 
information. An authorized user may access the 
digital image to order a print from the developer or 
fulfillment center associated with the digital 
5 image. The developer or fulfillment center 

maintains control over the products ordered from the 
digital images by completing a price sheet 
identifying the products to offer and the prices for 
the products. Initially, an upload interface is 

10 used to upload digital images from a photographer or 

a film developer. Where a photographer uploads the 
digital images, the photographer selects one of the 
fulfillment centers to fulfill all orders placed 
using the images uploaded by the photographer. 

15 Anyone authorized to access a digital image may 

place an order using an order interface that 
consists of the price sheet of the developer or 
fulfillment center associated with the digital 
image . 

20 A problem with this approach is that it is 

designed to allow the film developer and fulfillment 
center to retain control over the products offered 
for the digital images produced from rolls of film 
submitted to them and the prices of these products. 

25 That is, the products and services provided by the 

image server are controlled by and determined as a 
result of the digital images that are uploaded to 
the image server as well as the film developer or 
fulfillment center. Thus, it is not possible, for 

3 0 example, for the image server to ensure that a 

certain level or type of product and/or service is 
provided with respect to digital images that are 
stored on the image server. 

With the advent of the Internet, also 

3 5 referred to as the World Wide Web or Web, various 

Web sites provide the ability to upload digital 
images to an image server and to order prints of the 
uploaded digital images. Traditionally-established 
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business relationships or alliances between photo 
print vendors and Web image servers allow the image 
servers to offer photo print products and services 
provided by the photo print vendor. A disadvantage 
5 of this approach is that the image server site 

relies on these traditionally-established business 
relationships. It is not possible for the image 
server or the photo print vendors to form or modify 
these business relationships dynamically or 
10 interactively. 

A computerized quotation system is 
described in U.S. Patent No. 5,758,328 issued to 
Giovannoli wherein a potential buyer of a product or 
service generates a request for quotation ("RFQ") 
-V] 15 which is forwarded to a centralized quotation 

11 system. Under the system architecture described, 

s » there is no centralized product/service database. 

f 3 * ... 

Rather, each vendor maintains its own 

a product/service database and the quotation system 

C3 2 0 forwards the RFQ to potential vendors. The vendors 

'pfj respond by supplying quotations that are forwarded 

to the buyer. The buyer uses the forwarded 

quotations to select a vendor from whom the buyer 

purchases the product or service. The buyer, 

25 quotation system and vendor may each set filter 

conditions that are used to determine which of the 

vendors receive an RFQ and which of the quotations 

supplied by the vendor are forwarded to the buyer. 

Using this approach, the buyer determines which 

3 0 vendor is to be selected from those vendors whose 

quotations were forwarded to the buyer by the 

quotation system. There is no mechanism provided 

that would allow an image server to control vendor 

selection and/or the product or service that is to 

3 5 be provided by a given vendor. 

Accordingly, what is needed is an ability 

to dynamically create a relationship between image 

servers and print product suppliers which allows the 



- 5 - 



53 



C3 



image server to maintain control over the photo 
print products and/or services that it offers to its 
users (e.g., photographer or others who upload 
images to the image server) , and to allow these 
5 relationships to be transferred such that the print 

products and/or services may be provided by other 
suppliers to other image servers. 

SUMMARY OF THE INVENTION 
10 The present invention addresses the 

foregoing by providing a method performed using one 
or more interconnected computer systems to create a 
virtual print market place wherein market 
information is collected. The market information 
Cn 15 including an identity of service providers and the 

services (e.g., print services) and pricing provided 
by each of the service providers, criteria 
established by the interactive shop is used to 
select service providers identified in the market 
C3 20 information to provide a set of print services 

offered to patrons of the interactive shops. 

i y 

s.j As a result, dynamic relationships may be 

C3 formed interactively between interactive shops and 

^ service providers to provide print services offered 

25 to patrons of the interactive shops. Further, the 

interactive shops have the ability to maintain 
control over the print services provided and the 
service providers that provide the print services. 
Examples of services include, for example, 
30 generating digital, and/or, print output from input 

such as digital data and/or images as selected by a 
patron of the interactive shop. Examples of such 
output include, but are not limited to, print or 
photographic quality output using a media provided 
3 5 by a service provider including paper (photographic 

quality or otherwise), transparencies, mugs, T- 
shirts, posters, etc. An output product may also be 
in the form of digital output representing, for 



example, presentation visuals for use with 
presentation software. In addition to these 
examples of services, a service provider may further 
provide products such as picture frames or packaging 
materials as well as other services. 

In another aspect, the present invention is 
a method, using one or more interconnected computer 
systems, of creating a virtual print market place 
wherein market information is collected that 
includes an identity of service providers, 
interactive shops, a standardized set of print 
services and pricing provided by each of the service 
providers, a supply bid is obtained from a service 
provider identifying a print service and terms for 
providing the print service, a purchase bid is 
further obtained from an interactive shop 
identifying the print service and terms for 
purchasing the print service and a relationship is 
established between the service provider and the 
interactive shop when the terms of the print service 
and the interactive shop are compatible wherein the 
service provider agrees to provide and the 
interactive shop agrees to purchase the print 
service according to the terms. 

The foregoing aspect provides a market 
place wherein relationships may be dynamically 
formed between service providers and interactive 
shops for the supply and purchase (respectively) of 
print services. These relationships may then be 
modified to form new relationships between different 
interactive shops and/or service providers. 

This brief summary has been provided so 
that the nature of the invention may be understood 
quickly. A more complete understanding of the 
invention can be obtained by reference to the 
following detailed description of the preferred 
embodiments thereof in connection with the attached 
drawings . 



BRIEF DESCRIPTION OF THE DRAWINGS 

Fig. 1 is an outward view of a hardware 
environment embodying the present invention. 

Fig. 2 is a block diagram of the internal 
architecture of a personal computer for use in 
conjunction with the present invention. 

Fig. 3 is a block diagram of relevant 
internal architecture of computer servers used in 
conjunction with the present invention. 

Fig. 4 is an overview of an order flow 
involving a market portal, interactive photo shop, 
and photo service provider according to the present 
invention. 

Fig. 5 illustrates a flow diagram of 
process steps to respond to such requests received 
by market portal 403 according to the present 
invention. 

Fig. 6 is a flow diagram of process steps 
to respond to a selection criteria administrative 
request according to the present invention. 

Fig. 7 provides a flow diagram of process 
steps to respond to an order message received by 
market portal 4 03 according to the present 
invention. 

Fig. 8 provides a flow diagram of process 
steps to respond to an order status message 
according to the present invention. 

Fig. 9 is a flow diagram of process steps 
wherein participants may bid on all or a portion of 
new and existing agreements according to the present 
invention . 

Fig. 10 is a flow diagram of process steps 
wherein participants may bid on all or a portion of 
new and existing agreements according to the present 
invention. 

Fig. 11 is a flow diagram of process steps 
wherein participants may bid on all or a portion of 



new and existing agreements according to the present 
invention. 

DETAILED DESCRIPTION OF THE PREFERRED EMBODIMENTS 
Fig. 1 is an outward view of representative 
computing hardware embodying the present invention. 
Shown in Fig. 1 are computer 1 executing a browser- 
enabled operating system, such as Microsoft 
Windows98®, display monitor 2 for displaying text 
and images to a user, keyboard 4 for entering text 
and commands into computer 1, and mouse 5 for 
manipulating and for selecting objects displayed on 
display monitor 2. Also included with computer 1 
are fixed disk drive 6, in which are stored 
application programs, such as a World Wide Web 
browser application, data files, and device drivers 
for controlling peripheral devices attached to 
computer 1, floppy disk drive 7 for use in reading 
data from and writing data to floppy disks inserted 
therein. Data and/or applications may also be 
accessed from a CD-ROM via a CD-ROM drive (not 
shown) or over a network to which computer 1 may be 
connected (network connection not shown) . Printer 8 
is used to output hard copy images under control of 
an application program and device drivers executing 
on computer 1, and may be an ink jet printer, a 
laser beam printer or the like. 

Computer 1 further includes a serial modem 
(not shown) connected to telephone line 9 which, in 
turn, is connected to World Wide Web 10 . It should 
be noted that computer 1 may be connected to World 
Wide Web 10 by other types of connections. By 
executing a web browser application, web pages and 
associated data can be received from World Wide Web 
10 over telephone line 9 for display on monitor 2 . 

Also connected to World Wide Web 10 is web 
server 15, which receives requests for web pages 
from such web browsers and sends the pages to a 
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requesting browser over World Wide Web 10. As is 
described in more detail below, web server 15 
includes program code configured to receive requests 
for web pages and send pages to the requesting 
5 browser to assist a user of computer 1 to upload 

digital data (e.g., digital images) to web server 15 
and/or purchase output generated from the uploaded 
digital data in an interactive shop. 

Web server 15 preferably further includes a 
10 browser application for connecting to web server 16 

via World Wide Web 10. Web server 16, as described 
below, preferably includes a database of market 
place information. Using web server 16, web server 
15 can access and update database information 
15 located on server 16. Web server 16 includes 

r y 

program code configured to provide a market portal 
or gateway such that an interactive shop application 
that executes on web server 15 can order products 
and/or services from service provider software that 
20 executes on web server 17. Web server 17 preferably 

includes a browser application for connecting to web 
HJ server 16 via the World Wide Web 10. 

. Like computer 1, web servers 15, 16 and 17 

are computing systems that are preferably executing 
25 a browser-enabled operating system, such as 

Microsoft Windows98®, and may include a display 
monitor 2 , keyboard 4 for entering text and commands 
and mouse 5 for manipulating and for selecting 
objects displayed on display monitor 2. Web server 
30 15, 16 and 17 further include one or more disk 

drives (e.g., fixed disk drive 6, floppy disk drive 
7 and/or a CD-ROM drive) , in which are stored 
application programs, data files, and device drivers 
for controlling peripheral devices. 
3 5 A floppy disk drive, such as floppy disk 

drive 7 may be used to read data from and write data 
to floppy disks inserted therein. Data and/or 
applications may also be accessed from a CD-ROM via 
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a CD-ROM drive (not shown) or over a network to 
which web servers 15, 16 and 17 may be connected 
(network connection not shown) . A printer (e.g., 
printer 8) may also be connected to one or more of 
5 web servers 15, 16 and 17 to output hard copy images 

under control of an application program and device 
drivers executing on the web server, and may be an 
ink jet printer, a laser beam printer or the like. 

Web servers 15, 16 and 17 further include a 
10 serial modem or other interface (e.g., ethernet 

card) to connect to computing systems directly or, 
indirectly, via the World Wide Web or other 
communications network (e.g., local or wide area 
networks) . 

Cn 15 Fig. 2 is a block diagram of the internal 

S : s 
S : ■ 

architecture of computer 1. Shown in Fig. 2 are CPU 

"4 

s r 20, which is preferably a Pentium- type 

s *3 microprocessor, interfaced to computer bus 22. Also 

interfaced to computer bus 22 are printer interface 
C3 2 0 2 5, to allow computer 1 to communicate with printer 

8, modem interface 26 to enable communications 
between computer 1 and its internal modem, display 
interface 27 for interfacing with display monitor 2, 
keyboard interface 28 for interfacing with keyboard 
25 4, and mouse interface 2 9 for interfacing with mouse 

5. Of course, if computer 1 connects to World Wide 
Web 10 by a connection other than a telephone 
connection, a suitable interface other than modem 
interface 29 may be utilized. 
3 0 Read only memory (ROM) 31 stores invariant 

computer-executable process steps for basic system 
functions such as basic I/O, start up, or reception 
of keystrokes from keyboard 4 . 

Main random access memory (RAM) 32 provides 
3 5 CPU 2 0 with memory storage which can be accessed 

quickly. In this regard, computer-executable 
process steps of a web browser or other application 
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are transferred from disk 6 over computer bus 22 to 
RAM 32 and executed therefrom by CPU 20. 

Also shown in Fig. 2 is disk 6 which, as 
described above, includes a windowing operating 
system, a web browser executable on the particular 
windowing operating system, other applications which 
may include word processing, spreadsheet, graphics, 
gaming applications as well as applications 
downloaded from World Wide Web 15 (e.g., an 
interactive shop interface application) . Disk 6 
further includes data files and device drivers as 
shown. 

Aspects of the invention are described 
herein with reference to digital images used to 
generate photographic output using photo print 
services provided by a photo service provider. 
However, it should be apparent that any type of data 
and/or digital data may be used (including, but not 
limited to, digital image data) as input to generate 
an output product. Further, it should be apparent 
that any type of output product may be provided 
using aspects of the. present invention. Thus, while 
the invention is described with reference to print 
output, and in particular to photo print output, it 
should be apparent that other forms of output, 
including rendered or print image output, may be 
generated by a service provider from the input 
provided to the service provider. 

Fig. 3 is a block diagram of several 
relevant components internal to web servers 15, 16 
and 16. As shown, web server 15 is connected to 
World Wide Web 10 via World Wide Web connection 40, 
which may be a telephone line, a Tl line, a local 
area network connection or the like. In a case that 
World Wide Web connection 4 0 connects directly to a 
local area network, the local area network is 
preferably connected to a router (not shown) , which, 
in turn, is connected to World Wide Web 10 . In such 
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a configuration, the router includes firewall 
software for prevention of unauthorized access to 
the local area network. 

Data packets received over World Wide Web 
10 (IP packets) travel over connection 40 to TCP/IP 
layer 41 wherein the TCP portion of the packet is 
removed and an HTTP or, in a case of a secure (e.g., 
encrypted) packet, an HTTPS packet is forwarded to 
HTTP server 43 or HTTPS server 53, respectively. 
HTTP server 43 or HTTPS server 53 forwards requests 
contained in the packet that are directed to an 
interactive shop application such as interactive 
photo shop application 47. 

Interactive photo shop application 47 
processes requests received from HTTP server 43 and 
HTTPS server 53 and constructs web pages from HTML 
templates and image files stored in file storage 44 
in response . A response may be forwarded to a 
requester via HTTP Server 43 or HTTPS server 53, 
TCP/IP Layer 41 and World Wide Web 10. File storage 
44 may further include Java applets, which are 
programs executable by a Java Virtual Machine 
contained in a browser application. These Java 
applets can also be sent over World Wide Web 
connection 40 to a requesting browser application to 
provide additional browser functionality. 
Interactive photo shop application 4 7 may also 
extract information from a database such as photo 
shop database 4 5 to construct web pages. 
Preferably, photo shop database 45 includes photo 
shop information such as information regarding a 
patron of the interactive photo shop, uploaded 
digital images and the like. 

Web server 15 further includes 
administrative interface 4 6 comprising a programming 
interface having functions and other program code 
for interfacing with market portal application 51 
executing on web server 16. In a case that 
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administrative interface 46 interfaces with market 
portal application 51 over World Wide Web 10, web 
server 16 includes TCP/IP Layer 41 and either or 
both of HTTP server 43 and HTTPS Server 44 as well 
as file storage 44 functioning much the same as 
described above with respect to web server 15. As 
is discussed more fully below, using administrative 
interface 46, web server 15 can transmit selection 
criteria for selecting photo service providers and 
placing photo service bids, place an order for photo 
print services, etc. to web server 16. 

Market portal application 51 executing on 
web server 16 receives and processes requests from 
interactive photo shop application 47 via 
administrative interface 46 over World Wide Web 10 
as previously described. In addition, market portal 
application 51 receives and processes requests from 
a service provider application such as photo service 
provider application 55 executing on web server 17 
via administrative interface 46. As is discussed in 
more detail below, such requests may include 
registration, metrics, bid, and selection criteria 
requests. A print service database such as photo 
print service database 54 is accessed by photo 
service provider application 55 and stores, among 
other things, product and pricing information which 
is preferably forwarded to market portal application 
51 via administrative interface 46. 

A market portal (e.g., web server 16) is 
configured to establish a dynamic relationship or 
agreement that may replace or augment a traditional 
business relationship. Such a relationship is 
formed between interactive photo shop (e.g., web 
server 15) and a photo service provider (e.g., web 
server 17) such that the photo service provider is 
able to provide photo print services in response to 
orders placed by patrons of the interactive photo 
shop. Such relationships may be established between 
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any of the interactive photo shops and photo service 
providers that are registered or otherwise 
authorized to participate in the market portal. An 
interactive photo shop may order photo prints from 
more than one photo service provider (e.g., 3x5 
prints from one photo service provider and 4x6 
prints from another) . Similarly, a photo service 
provider may supply prints to one or more 
interactive photo shops. 

Figure 4 is an overview of an order flow 
involving a market portal, interactive photo shop, 
and photo service provider. The order flow depicted 
in Figure 4 is preferably undertaken such that 
information flows between an interactive shop such 
as interactive photo shop 402, market portal 403 and 
a service provider such as photo service provider 
404 using World Wide Web 10 and administrative 
interface 46. 

Initially, patron 401 transfers one or more 
digital images to interactive photo shop 4 02 which 
are stored in photo shop database 45. Patron 401 
may be a photographer, film developer, etc. 
Interactive photo shop 4 02 provides an interface 
comprising web pages that allow an authorized patron 
401 to order a photo or other hard copy product 
(e.g., T-shirt, mug, poster, etc.) of the digital 
image. In addition, patron 401 provides payment 
information. Payment may be accomplished using any 
payment scheme (e.g., credit, debit, or smart cards, 
electronic money, etc.). 

Interactive photo shop 4 02 forwards the 
order to market portal 403 and market portal 403 
identifies photo service provider 404 to fill the 
order. Photo service provider 404 has either been 
previously selected, or is selected after the order 
is received, using criteria established and 
communicated by interactive photo shop 402. That 
is, using the selection criteria, market portal 403 
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selects photo service provider 404 based on the 
information contained in a market database such as 
photo market database 52 . 

Market portal 4 03 forwards the order to 
5 photo service provider 404. The order identifies 

the items ordered and further provides information 
to allow photo service provider 404 to retrieve the 
digital image (s) to be used with the ordered items. 
For example, the order may include a Uniform 

10 Resource Locator (URL) that identifies the file that 

contains the digital image and the location of the 
file (e.g., photo shop database 45). Photo service 
provider 404 generates a request for the digital 
image (s) that is directed to interactive photo shop 

15 402. Preferably, the request is not sent by way of 

f I t 

!1 market portal 403. This reduces the traffic that 

flows through market portal . 
■If 3 Photo service provider 4 04 uses the 

I received digital image (s) to prepare the requested 

£3 2 0 items. Photo service provider 4 04 sends order 

r 71 status information to market portal 403 and ships 

the completed items to patron 401. Once the ordered 
*f items are shipped, photo service provider 404 sends 

tB * ' a "completion" status to market portal 403. 

2 5 Upon receipt of the "completion" status, 

market portal 403 distributes payment or causes 
payment to be distributed using any of a number of 
payment scenarios. For example, in one payment 
scenario in addition to paying photo service 
30 provider 404, interactive photo shop 402 receives a 

payment (e.g., a commission or royalty) as well as 
market portal 403 (e.g., a service fee). In another 
scenario, interactive photo shop 402 subsidizes 
patron 401 f s payment. In this case, payment 

3 5 received from interactive photo shop 4 02 and patron 

401 might be distributed between photo service 
provider 4 04 and market portal 4 03 . 
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Objective and/or subjective feedback 
regarding the order process may be provided by and 
supplied to the participants. For example, patron 
401 may provide feedback that identifies the level 
5 of satisfaction with photo service provider 404 

(e.g., the quality of the delivered service and/or 
products) and interactive photo shop 402. Market 
portal 4 03 may provide (with or without a charge) 
feedback to either interactive photo shop 4 02 and 
10 photo service provider 404. In addition, as each 

order passes through market portal 403, it is able 
to provide metrics such as number and price of 
ordered items as well as which interactive photo 
*~ shop 4 02 and photo service entity 4 04 were involved 

C" 15 in each order. Interactive photo shop 4 02 may use 

*j* this feedback to redefine its selection criteria, 

B Z for example, to obtain better priced, and/or better 

p quality, products. Photo service provider may use 

I the feedback to redefine its products and/or pricing 

C3 20 structure. 

Market portal 403 receives messages in 
*j addition to those containing order requests. Figure 

S3 5 illustrates a flow diagram of process steps to 

%3B " respond to such requests received by market portal 

25 403. At S502, a determination is made whether a 

message is received by market portal 403 and the 
type of message that is received. For example, 
market portal 403 is configured to respond to 
inquiries by a potential market participant. In 
30 such a case, market portal 403 responds at S503 with 

one or more web pages containing information about 
the market portal that may include terms of 
participation and the process for becoming a 
participant (e.g., process for downloading 
35 administrative interface 46 and registration) . 

In a case that market portal 403 receives a 
request from a current or perspective participant 
for software, market portal 4 03 may first request 
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information from the participant at S504 using a 
registration interface, for example. Such 
information may include the participant's name, 
address, email address, URL, phone number, name and 
5 number of a contact in the case that the participant 

is a company, for example. 

The information received at S504 is then 
validated. This process may entail performing data 
validation checks and/or ensuring that the 
10 participant has agreed to the terms of 

participation, for example. If the information 
provided is determined to be valid at S505, at S506, 
the requested software (e.g., administrative 
interface 46) is transferred to the participant. 
Cn 15 The transfer process may take place using World Wide 

Web 10, for example. A determination is made 
a £ whether or not the transfer has completed 

^ successfully at S507, and response processing 

* s continues at S502 to process another message 

C3 20 received by market portal 403. 

? ^ Another type of message that may be 

received is an order status message. Where it is 
determined at S502 that the message is an order 
status message, market portal 403 proceeds to 

2 5 process the message as described in Figure 8 which 
provides a flow diagram of process steps to respond 
to an order status message according to the present 
invention. If it is determined, at S802, that the 
message is not an order status message, processing 

30 continues at S502 to process this or another 

received message. If, however, it is determined 
that the message is an order status message, the 
order status message may be a request for status or 
an update of an order 1 s status. Thus, at S804 a 

3 5 determination is made whether the order status 
message is a status request or status update. If it 
is determined that the message is a status request, 
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the order's status is retrieved from photo market 
database 52 at S804 and forwarded to the requester. 

Otherwise, a determination is made at S805 
whether or not the order status message is a status 
update. If not, processing continues at S502 to 
process this or another received message. If the 
order status message is a status update, photo 
market database 52 is updated at S806. A 
determination is made, at S807 whether or not the 
order status message indicates completion of the 
order. If not, processing continues at S502 . If 
the order status message indicates that an order is 
complete, the interactive photo shop is notified at 
S808, and the user 1 s payment information and the 
payment scheme are retrieved from photo market 
database 52 at S809 and S810, respectively. At 
S811, payment is distributed or caused to be 
distributed according to the retrieved payment 
scheme . 

An order may be placed pursuant to an 
agreement between interactive photo shop 402 to 
purchase and photo service provider 404 to supply a 
specified quantity of a product (or products) . In 
such a case, market portal 403 tracks each order as 
a microtransaction of the overall transaction 
defined in the agreement. Thus, at S812, market 
portal 4 03 determines whether or not the order is a 
microtransaction. If not, processing continues at 
S502 to process other received messages. If the 
order is determined to be a microtransaction, market 
portal 403 updates photo market database 52 to 
reflect the ^microtransaction, and processing 
continues at S502 to await another message. For 
example, market portal 4 03 increments a number that 
reflects the quantity of the product in previous 
orders as well as the completed order's quantity. 

Figure 7 provides a flow diagram of process 
steps to respond to an order message received by 



market portal 403. At S702, a determination is made 
whether the received message is an order message. 
If not, processing continues at S502 to process this 
or another received message. If it is determined 
that the message is an order message, processing 
continues at S703 to determine whether or not the 
order is valid (e.g., valid product designations and 
payment information) . If not, a notification is 
sent to interactive photo shop 4 02 and processing 
continues at S502 to process another received 
message . 

If it is determined at S703 that a valid 
message is received, processing continues at S705 to 
determine which photo service provider 4 04 is to 
receive the order. The photo service provider may 
be selected prior to the placement of the current 
order, prior to the placement of any order, or as 
each order is received by market portal 403. Thus, 
at S705, a determination is made whether the photo 
service provider selection is to be performed or to 
use a photo service provider previously selected 
using the selection criteria established by 
interactive photo shop 402. If it is determined to 
perform a selection, S706 to S712 (described below) 
are performed to select a photo service provider. 
Regardless of the outcome of the determination at 
S705, S713 is performed wherein the order is 
forwarded to at least one of the selected photo 
service providers 4 04. 

Steps S706 to S712 are performed to select 
one or more photo service providers 404. At S706, 
the selection criteria established by interactive 
photo shop 4 02 is retrieved from photo market 
database 52. At S707, a query (or other retrieval 
request) is generated from the selection criteria. 
At S708, the photo service providers 404 that meet 
the selection criteria are identified using the 
information from photo market database 52. At S709, 
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a determination is made whether any photo service 
providers 404 were identified. If not, a 
notification is sent to interactive photo shop 402. 
If so, processing continues at S711 to determine 
5 whether more than one photo service provider 4 04 was 

retrieved at S708. If so, one of the photo service 
providers 404 is selected based on criteria 
established by interactive photo shop 402 (i.e., 
11 tie-breaking" criteria) to one of the photo service 
10 providers 404. For example, the photo service 

provider 4 04 offering the lowest price or being 
closest to interactive photo shop 4 02 and/or patron 
401 may be selected over the other photo service 
providers 404. Preferably, market portal 403 
15 updates the photo market database 52 to reflect the 

photo shop provider 404 identified in the selection 
process. 

12 The selection criteria used in selecting 

s photo service providers 404 is preferably sent to 

H 20 market portal 403 via administrative interface 46 in 

fii an administrative request. Figure 6 is a flow 

s 4 : diagram of process steps to respond to a selection 

criteria administrative request according to the 
present invention. The request may be to update 
25 existing selection criteria or to provide new 

selection criteria, for example. Thus, at S603, a 
determination is made whether or not the request is 
to update existing selection criteria. If so, the 
selection criteria that is to be updated for the 
3 0 requesting interactive photo shop 4 02 is retrieved 

from photo market database 52 at S604. 

Regardless of whether new or updated 
selection criteria is being provided in the request 
at S605, a selection criteria interface (e.g., a web 
3 5 page) is displayed at S605 wherein the new/changed 

selection criteria may be viewed and selection 
information entered. Preferably, the selection 
criteria interface comprises a listing of categories 
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of selection criteria and possible input. For 
example, the selection criteria interface may 
include price, quality, geographic location and 
shipping categories. Within the price category, 
5 there may be specific pricing alternatives or a more 

general selection (e.g., lowest price). The 
geographic category may provide options such as 
within a specific number of miles, or "closest" 
options, for example. Where the request is to 
10 update the selection criteria, the existing 

selection criteria is displayed in the selection 
criteria interface for editing, at S605. 

At S606, a determination is made whether a 
submit request is entered in the selection criteria 
^j 1 15 interface. If not, processing continues at step 

^1 S605. If so, processing continues to retrieve the 

*S selection criteria from the selection criteria 

interface and update photo market database 52 at 
s S607. 

S3 2 0 An administrative request may also be 

received by market portal 4 03 from photo service 
^4 provider 4 04 to enter or update product and/or 

W pricing information. Thus, if it is determined at 

S602 that such a request is received, a 
25 determination is made at S610 whether or not to 

retrieve existing data from photo market database 
52. If so, the data is retrieved at S611. In 
either case, a product /pricing interface is 
displayed at S612. Preferably, a standardized 
3 0 product inventory is used and displayed in the 

product/pricing interface. Using the 
product /pricing interface, photo service provider 
4 04 may enter pricing information for the desired 
products and then submit the information. If it is 
35 determined at S613 that a submit is received, 

processing continues at S614 to update photo market 
database 52 with the information entered by photo 
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service provider 4 04 in the product /pricing 
interface . 

As discussed above, information associated 
with activities (e.g., orders) that flow through 
5 market portal 4 03 may be accumulated and provided to 

participants (e.g., interactive photo shop 402, 
photo service provider 4 04 and/or patron 401) as a 
service (with or without an associated fee) provided 
by market portal 403. If it is determined at S602 
10 that a request for such data is received, processing 

continues at S62 0 to generate a query to retrieve 
the requested information from photo market database 
52. At S621, photo market database 52 is queried 
% 2 and the results are, forwarded, at S622, to the 

Efj 15 requester or may be displayed in a metrics interface 

(e.g., one or more web pages) . 
«S Preferably, interactive photo shop 402 and 

H photo service provider 404 register with market 

s portal 403 prior to their participation. Thus, 

S3 2 0 another administrative request that may be received 

?! 1 by market portal 403 is a registration request. At 

S630, a registration interface is displayed wherein 
' the requester enters information (e.g., name, 

address, email address, etc.). Access information 
25 (e.g., login and password) is assigned at S631. 

As discussed above, an order may be placed 
pursuant to an agreement between interactive photo 
shop 4 02 to purchase and photo service provider 4 04 
to supply a quantity of a product. Using 
3 0 administrative interface 46, for example, market 

portal 403 facilitates formation of such an 
agreement using a bidding mechanism. That is, using 
the present invention, bids from interactive photo 
shops 4 02 may be matched with bids from photo 
3 5 service providers 4 04 to form a new agreement, or a 

bid may be made on an existing agreement to transfer 
(i.e., buy or sell) the existing agreement to 
another interactive photo shop 4 02 and/or photo 
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service provider 404. Figures 9 to 11 are flow 
diagrams of process steps wherein participants may 
bid on all or a portion of new and existing 
agreements according to the present invention. 
5 Referring to Figure 9, a flow diagram of 

process steps wherein interactive photo shops 402 
can place a bid to purchase a product (or products) 
and photo service providers 4 04 to supply a product 
(or products) where matching bids from interactive 
10 photo shop 402 and photo service provider 404 occur, 

a "purchase/ supply" agreement is formed between the 
participants having the matching bids. Market 
portal 4 03 registers the agreement in photo market 
database 52. At S902, a determination is made 
15 whether or not a bid request is received. If not 

processing returns to S502 to process this or 
*» another message. At S903, a determination is made 

^ whether the bid request relates to a new or existing 

g bid. If it is determined that the request is for an 

£3 20 existing bid, processing continues at S1002 of 

f :1 Figure 10 (described below) to respond to a request 

H] to transfer (e.g., to buy or sell) an existing 

purchase/supply agreement) . 

If, however, it is determined (at S903) 
25 that the request is a new bid, at S904, a new bid 

interface is displayed wherein a participant may 
enter bid information. For example, interactive 
photo shop 4 02 may identify the product (or 
products) that it wishes to purchase along with 
30 other terms (e.g., quantity and price information). 

Photo service provider 4 04 may use the new bid 
interface to enter product and term information 
(e.g., quantity and price information) for product 
(or products) that it wishes to supply. Once it is 
35 determined at S905 that a bid has been submitted, 

processing continues at S906 to initiate a matching 
operation on the current bids from the participating 
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interactive photo shops 4 02 and photo service 
providers 4 04. 

A bid may remain in the bidding process for 
a specified period of time that may be set by market 
portal 403 and/or by the bidding participants. If a 
match is not found, the bid may still be matched 
against other, subsequently received, bids for the 
life of the bid . 

At S907, a determination is made whether or 
not to use selection criteria established by 
interactive photo shop 402 participants to eliminate 
those bids from photo service provider participants 
that do not satisfy the selection criteria. If not, 
processing continues at S908 to compare the 
interactive photo shops 4 02 bids with all of the 
photo service providers 4 04 bids. Otherwise, only 
those bids from photo service providers 404 that 
satisfy the selection criteria are used in the 
comparison at S910. The result of the comparison 
performed either at S908 or S910 are input to S911 
wherein a determination is made whether or not a bid 
match exists. If not, the bidders may be notified 
at S912 and processing continues at S502 to process 
another message. 

If a match is determined to exist at S911, 
processing continues at S913 to notify the 
participants with the matching bids. In a case 
where a match is found, the participants with the 
matching bids enter into a "purchase/supply" 
agreement wherein interactive photo shop 4 02 agrees 
to purchase and photo service .provider 4 04 agrees to 
supply a product (or products) according to the 
specified terms (e.g., the terms identified in the 
new bid interface. At S914, photo market database 
52 is updated to reflect this agreement. 

An existing agreement may be transferred at 
the request of one of the parties to the agreement 
or as a result of an inquiry by another party. 



Using the bidding mechanism of the present 
invention, an existing agreement may be transferred 
from one of the original (or current parties) to 
another party. Thus, for example, a subsequent 
interactive photo shop 4 02 may replace the current 
interactive photo shop 4 02 such that the subsequent 
interactive photo shop 4 02 agrees to purchase an 
amount of the product (or products) remaining under 
the agreement. Similarly, a subsequent photo 
service provider 4 04 may agree to supply the amount 
of the product (or products) remaining under the 
agreement. If some number of the product has 
already been purchased/supplied at the time of the 
transfer, the remaining amount is the original 
amount minus the number purchased/supplied. It is 
further possible, using the present invention to 
transfer (e.g., buy or sell) the remaining agreement 
to more than one bidder. 

Referring to S1002 of Figure 10, a 
determination is made whether the bid request 
involves an existing agreement. If not, processing 
continues at S502 to process this or another 
message. If so, processing continues at S1003 to 
determine whether the bid request is a request to 
transfer from one of the parties to the agreement or 
a third party. If the transfer request is made by 
one other than a current party to the agreement, 
processing continues at S1102 of Figure 11 to 
process the request as described below. If the 
request is made by one of the parties to the 
agreement, processing continues at S10 04 to retrieve 
information about the agreement from photo market 
database 52. Using the retrieved information, a 
determination is made whether or not the agreement 
is transferable at S1005. The agreement may not be 
transferable if, for example, the parties so 
specified in the terms of the agreement . 



If it is determined at S1005 that the 
agreement is nontransferable, the requesting party 
is notified at S1006 and processing continues at 
S502 to process another message. Otherwise, 
processing continues at S1007 to locate an existing 
bid, in photo market database 52, that matches the 
terms of the transferable agreement. That is, a 
determination is made whether or not there is an 
existing bid by a third party to purchase such an 
agreement. For example, where an interactive photo 
shop 4 02 that is a party to an agreement to purchase 
a product (or products) wishes to transfer the 
agreement, photo market database 52 is searched to 
find a suitable bid. Similarly, photo market 
database 52 may be searched to find a suitable bid 
from a photo service provided 404 in response to a 
request from a photo service provider 4 04 who is a 
party to an agreement. If a bidder is determined to 
not exist at S1008, processing continues at S1009 to 
retain the transfer request so that it may be 
matched against future bids . 

Where it is determined (at S1008) that an 
existing bid matches the terms of the agreement, 
processing continues at S1011 to determine whether 
there is more than one bidder. If so, processing 
continues at S1012 to select one of the bids using 
the remaining party's "tie-breaking" criteria. For 
example, the "tie-breaking" criteria may specify 
that the highest bidder be selected. 

As the transfer may be for less than the 
remaining quantity of product (e.g., the original 
amount lessened by the amount already 
purchased/supplied) , a determination is made at 
S1013 whether or not this is the case. If so, the 
old agreement is partitioned into separate 
agreements at S1014 to reflect that there now exists 
an agreement between the remaining party and the new 
party and the old agreement is updated to exclude 



the transferred portion of the agreement. For 
example, the bid may be provided by an interactive 
photo shop 402 that agrees to purchase 50% of the 
remaining product quantity. In such a case, the old 
agreement is updated to reflect the transfer and the 
original interactive agreement is reduced to reflect 
the transfer. 

Whether some or all of the agreement is 
being transferred, processing continues at S1015 to 
update the existing agreement and the parties are 
notified of the transfer at S1016. 

The bidding mechanism of the present 
invention may be used to bid on an agreement where 
the parties to the agreement have not previously 
requested such a transfer (e.g., an unsolicited 
bid) . Referring to S1102 of Figure 11, a 
determination is made whether a request is such an 
unsolicited bid. If not, processing continues at 
S502 to process this or another request. If so, at 
S1103, information associated with transferable 
agreements is retrieved from photo market database 
52. At S1104, a determination is made whether any 
such agreements were retrieved. If no transferable 
bids were located at S1103, the requester is 
notified at S1105 and processing continues at S502 
to process another message. 

If one or more transferable agreements were 
found, information about those agreements may be 
displayed at S1106 such that the requester may 
select one. If the requester chooses not to select 
one of the displayed agreements at S1107, processing 
continues at S502 to process another message. If 
the requester makes a selection, processing 
continues at S1109 to notify the existing parties 
and, where applicable, to obtain their approval of 
the transfer. At Sllll, the agreement is updated in 
photo market database 52 to reflect the transfer and 
the parties are notified. 
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While the present invention is described 
above with respect to what is currently considered 
its preferred embodiments, it is to be understood 
that the invention is not limited to that described 
above. To the contrary, the invention is intended 
to cover various modifications and equivalent 
arrangements included within the spirit and scope of 
the appended claims . 



